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My name is Megan Mummey and I’m currently the Assistant Director for
Collections at the University of Kentucky Special Collections Research
Center. This presentation is meant to be a case study. I would like to start by
saying that I am in no way an expert in remediating harmful language. I am a
white, female, cisgender, straight archivist – who wants to do better by the
people depicted and documented in my archive. I occupy and have always
occupied a position of relative power in my personal and professional life
because of my identity and privilege. When people ask me what I do - I
sometimes flippantly say “oh I just put things in boxes and folders” is not
actually true. Currently, I’m an administrator who is responsible for setting
priorities, setting standards, and making decisions. I have a lot of power, and
I need to use it to do something about the power imbalances inherent in my
special collections and the little slice of the cultural record that I’m
responsible for. We all need to take responsibility for our own power and
privilege and try to do our best by those we are describing.
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First I want to start with a little context: Kentucky is an overwhelmingly white
state. It is 87% white, 45th in the nation for diversity of population, it is
culturally a Southern state, KKK and other hate groups have been active and
currently are active in Kentucky. So Kentucky has a long history of
exploitation and marginalization – and I work for the special collections of the
land grant university. In a library that opened a “confederate room” in 1943.
This is a photograph of the University’s first Librarian, Margaret I. King,
opening the “confederate room”. Needless to say, because of this history and
this context, there is a lot of problematic, harmful, offensive description in our
approximately 3000 finding aids. It’s our legacy as archivists but it’s also our
responsibility and we should own it. We should devote resources, time, and
care into making this right. Generally, this slide is all about things that are
problematic about my institution. However, in present day terms, I occupy a
pretty good position to prioritize the remediation of harmful description. UK
Libraries has a fairly, new dean who was hired in large part because of his
dedication to EDI work. We are also in the midst of developing a new
strategic plan – which I’m probably spoiling a little by saying this – but it has
an overarching theme of EDI that will be woven throughout the plan. So
inclusive description and remediating harmful language in our finding aids is
a supported project in my libraries. My Dean supports it, my Associate Dean
supports it, and my coworkers support it. I’m pretty lucky.
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I feel like my institution has been talking about reviewing our finding aids for
harmful language for forever. Every time we run across something
problematic description wise or have had a patron complain…and there have
been some egregious situations, we have had to fix…But we need to take
the time to do it. In fall 2020, our director’s group wrote a short harmful
language statement to appear on our item records on our digital resources this statement appears on our digital library on every finding aid, on every
oral history in our oral history database, and on other assorted online
resources. Following this exercise, I decided to explore expanding this work
to be more programmatic. Specifically, I wanted to update our description
policies and procedures and standards around harmful language in our
metadata in the hopes of making this work more sustainable crossdepartmentally.
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I brought together a group from around our special collections in Fall 2020 to
collaborate and support each other in this work. The group includes
representatives from all areas involved with metadata creation and
description as well as any interested parties to form our Inclusive Description
Working Group. We have representatives from our Oral History Center (Nunn
Center), University Archives, Manuscripts, Heyburn Initiative, rare books,
digital services, and our Notable Kentucky African Americans database.
We’re looking at our description from a larger view – but in this presentation
I’m going to focus specifically on our work with our finding aids. That’s the
area we’ve focused on the most. This slide has all the names of the
participants in our working group – I just wanted to make sure their names
are somewhere in the presentation, because they’ve been such wonderful
collaborators.
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Our early meetings were focused on discussing the need for our group,
figuring out how the group would work together, and then educating
ourselves, which was the most important task. So for the first 2-3 months we
attended webinars and read articles. We have a teams site where we
discussed a lot of readings, etc.
Then we went through the exercise of writing a mission statement for our
group – to get us all on the same page. And serve as a way of
communicating with our administration what we are all about. I think the
exercise really focused us.
We also took a few examples of problematic description and used them as
case studies for discussion and as decision-making tools.
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Here is the group’s collaboratively written mission statement.
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As I mentioned before we are currently working on a description manual. We
work on case studies of description whenever we meet. Sometimes the fixes
they go through multiple rounds/iterations of edits. We have also discovered
that there is no one size fits all for every situation, so research is key. We
have had to do some pretty extensive research, especially regarding
indigenous populations.
What came out of our case studies was actually really tangible and
surprising. – Our home grown digital library was not up to the task of
displaying our description the way it needed to. Prior to this – our finding aid
viewer in particular was not able to display emphasis (doublequotes and
italics), diacritic marks, and contextual notes on the item or folder level. And
these things are all important when remediating harmful language, they allow
for expansion, showing original captions, and of course properly displaying
other languages. We worked with our digital services team member to spec
out improvements to the digital library so now it does all of these things.
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I just want to quickly give a few examples of how these things look following
our improvements. And I want to give some credit the next two slides show
the work of Ruth Bryan our University Archivist. Here’s an item view in our
digital library. As you can see the original caption down below has quotation
marks that would not have appeared and this whole contextual note would
not have appeared either.
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This is the same thing but through the finding aid viewer. This is an example
of a broadside from our Lou Emma Wilson Mexicana Collection – which is
focused on Mexican imprints. We are privileging the original language of
items with the title in Spanish. You can also see the accent marks are now
appearing in the finding aid.
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So we have several projects that we’re actively working on. These include a
more in-depth harmful language for us to put on our website (not on every
item record like our short statement). There are a lot of great examples out
there and we want to craft one that is meaningful to us and fits our context.
We are creating a thesaurus of words we don’t use and words we use
instead for description - will make a good training tool for students (who often
do a lot of our description work) and a good roadmap for the future work in
remediation. We are also continuing working on our description manual.
Then of course – we have to actually do the work.
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So lessons learned - We gained some momentum by doing this on a larger
scale. It turned out there were a lot of us that were like-minded and interested.
Working in a group has also made us accountable to each other. Additionally,
having more voices is important. I have colleagues that think like I do and then
I have colleagues whose minds work completely different. This has brought
different perspectives and ideas to the table. A trade-off is that…because
there are a lot of people…the work has gone slow. So it has been very
organized but slow. In the area of advocacy, I do not have a ton of advice
since the work has been so supported in my institution. I recognize that this is
not the case for everyone. But I can say a few things. There is power in
numbers. I have 10 colleagues and coworkers who believe in this work. I have
them to lean on if need be. Also – this work really results in better description.
It will help people find what they are looking for more easily. I think that can be
a good argument to administrators. Finally, we found that this work in itself can
be a good argument. Because of this working group we managed to get a
bunch improvements made to our finding aid viewer. Many of them we have
been asking for for at least a decade. These were all known issues that had
never risen to the level of notice or urgency for our programmers. But framing
our requests around inclusive description and the remediation of harmful
language was a really powerful and persuasive argument to our programmer.
It convinced them take the time and headspace to create solutions to our
problems.
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